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realized that these new discoveries could not be readily 
integrated into the traditional Aristotelian framework of 
physics. Within a generation after his early death in 1635 
the majority of Dutch scholars embraced Cartesianism. 
Other scholars, such as Martin Schoock (1614—1669) and 
Gisbert van Isendoorn (1601-1657), retained in their 
manuals the Aristotelian heritage. Reducing the signifi­
cance o f its concepts, however, they gradually turned 
toward empiricism.
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BURIDAN, JOHN (JEAN) [b. diocese of
Arras, France, ca. 1295; d. Paris, France, ca. 1360), philos­
ophy, logic, physics. For the original article on Buridan see 
DSB, vol. 2.
Since the appearence of the original DSB, consider­
able work has been done on the life of Buridan, on the 
edition of his works, and on their doctrinal interpretation.
Life. John Buridan originated from the diocese o f Arras. 
This geographical origin made him belong to the Picard 
Nation, one o f the four Nations into which the students 
and masters at the University of Paris were organized. The 
often-repeated tradition that he was born in the town of 
Béthune is spurious. The first clear information about 
him emerges in a document dated 9 February 1328, 
which mentions him as rector of the University of Paris. 
The usual term for a rector was three months. Since this 
position was only open to regent masters of arts, it is 
assumed that Buridan started his academic training 
around 1320. There are, however, no records which doc­
ument his university education. During his training at the 
arts faculty, Buridan belonged to the Collège du Cardinal 
Lemoine, which provided him with housing and financial 
support. According to its statutes, he must have left the 
college as soon as he started to perform administrative 
functions at the university, such as proctor, rector and 
receptor (i.e., treasurer). He never was a member of the 
Collège de Navarre, as was incorrectly affirmed in the 
DSB. At some date before 1334, Buridan visited the papal 
court at Avignon. There is also evidence for a second visit, 
around 1345. During one of these trips (or possibly still 
other trips that are not documented), Buridan made the 
observations reported in his commentary on Aristotle’s 
Metheora about the Cevennes and about the height of 
Mont Ventoux.
In early 1340 Buridan was elected rector of the uni­
versity for a second time. The dating is crucial here, 
because in the older literature it has been assumed that he 
signed the so-called Ockhamist statute of 27 December 
1340, which was issued by the masters of the faculty of 
arts. The statute prohibits six errors attributed in its rubric 
to the Ockhamists. The errors concern hermeneutics, in 
particular the failure to distinguish between the literal 
meaning of authoritative texts and the intention of their 
authors. As a matter of fact, however, Buridan was no 
longer rector at that time, and the statute was signed by 
his successor. Buridan’s name is last mentioned in a uni­
versity statute of 12 July 1358. As has now been estab­
lished, he probably died around 11 October 1360, but no 
later than 12 June 1361, on which date one of his 
benefices had received a new owner. Buridan did not 
belong to a religious order, and never sought to obtain a 
degree in theology. For these reasons, he has been pre­
sented as an independent “real” philosopher. Indepen­
dent, because he was not involved in any of the doctrinal 
disputes of the religious orders, and a philosopher, because 
he made philosophy into a career in itself, which lasted 
almost forty years.
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Relationships with Contemporaries. Throughout the fif­
teenth and sixteenth centuries Buridan’s writings had a 
huge impact on philosophical thought in Europe. The 
manuscripts and early printed editions of his works were 
disseminated in all corners of Europe and were read {pro- 
nuntiata), for instance, at the universities at Vienna, 
Prague, Krakow, Rostock, and Saint Andrews. In the older 
literature, it has been suggested that John Buridan had 
grouped around him a coherent inner circle of students 
and followers, such as Albert of Saxony and Nicole 
Oresme, the so-called Buridan school. It is certain, how­
ever, that neither of them studied under Buridan in any 
official way. It is more helpful to perceive them and Buri­
dan as contemporary thinkers who were interested in a 
number of the same philosophical topics, and who at times 
were each other’s opponents, as is clear from their texts. 
Other fourteenth-century opponents who are identifiable 
from Buridan’s texts are Walter Burley, Nicholas of Autre- 
court, Gregory of Rimini, Themon Judaeus, and the less 
well-known Giles of Feno and Michael de Montecalerio.
Buridan’s name has often been linked with nominal­
ism. This association is mainly due to sources from the fif­
teenth and sixteenth centuries, in which he is labeled a 
nominalist and a follower of William of Ockham. Litera­
ture in the early 2000s is much more cautious in viewing 
Buridan— and fourteenth-century philosophy in gen­
eral— as “nominalist” because this terminology is marred 
with confusion. The precise relationship between Buri­
dan’s and Ockham’s thought, and, by implication, the 
impact of Ockham’s thought in fourteenth-century Paris, 
still needs further investigation. What Buridan and Ock­
ham share, however, is that they use logic and semantics as 
a method in their natural philosophy, and in all other 
areas of philosophy, for that matter. This approach is, for 
instance, illustrated by their discussion of infinity and 
continuity, motion and time.
New Editions. Over the past decade, much work has been 
done in editing and studying John Buridan’s works. From 
this work it emerges that Buridan was a prolific and 
important (natural) philosopher. Yet, many particular 
aspects of his thought are as yet unexamined. A relative or 
absolute dating of his works is still not possible. Buridan 
frequently produced two or three different versions of a 
set of lectures. The order of composition of the different 
versions usually is clear, but their dating is not, nor is the 
relative chronology of his works. Buridan’s two most 
important works are the Summulae de Dialectica, a volu­
minous compendium of logic and semantics (presented as 
a commentary on the author’s revised version of Peter of 
Spain’s Summulae), and the Questions on Aristotle’s Physics 
(Quaestiones super libros Physicorum, secundum ultimam 
lecturam). Certain parts of the Summulae are now dated 
around 1336 and 1340. Buridan’s Physics, at least in its last
and ulimate version, originated sometime between 1352 
and 1357. Interestingly, Buridan responds to views of 
Albert of Saxony, and not the other way around, as has 
often been assumed.
Buridan entertained a view on natural necessity that 
made him believe that one can achieve certain knowledge 
about the natural world, granted that it is running its 
common course. He attacks Nicholas of Autrecourt for his 
thesis that the only criterion of certitude is the principle 
of non-contradiction. According to Buridan, man can 
know many principles of scientific demonstrations with­
out needing to derive them from the principle of noncon­
tradiction, namely on the basis o f the meaning of their 
terms, on the basis o f sense perception, and experience. 
Buridan often refers to experiments in support of his the­
ories, although one should be cautious in concluding that 
these were experiments that were actually conducted, 
rather than examples taken from tradition, or thought 
experiments. The importance of Buridan’s impetus theory 
for the explanation of projectile motion has been miti­
gated. Its former context, as a significant step toward 
Galileo’s dynamics, has been abolished. Instead, the focus 
has shifted to other aspects of Buridan’s discussion of 
motion, such as its ontological status. Buridan was 
involved in the contemporary debate of whether motion 
was a thing distinct {res distincta) from, and added to, the 
mobile body. He refused to identify motion with the 
mobile body and its successive places, as Ockham did.
Buridan’s Questions on De generatione et corruptione 
have only begun to be studied. It is clear that he was 
engaged in the fourteenth-century debates about the way 
in which the ingredients are present in a compound {mix­
tum), in particular the forms of the four elements, and 
also in the debate about reactio. This latter debate con­
cerned the phenomenon that every agent in acting will 
undergo a reaction. For instance, the hot iron {agens) 
immersed into water will not only heat it, but will itself be 
cooled by the water {patiens). The process seemed to 
involve an action by the weaker resistive power upon the 
stronger agent, which was considered problematic in the 
fourteenth century.
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A survey o f Buridans works and of most o f the manuscript 
sources is provided in B. Michael, Johannes Buridan: Studien 
zu seinem Leben, seinen Werken und zur Rezeption seiner 
Theorien im Europa des späten Mittelalters, 2  vols., PhD 
dissertation, Freie Universität Berlin, 1985. This work is also 
crucial for Buridans biography. See also O. Weijers, Le travail 
intellectuel à la faculté des arts de Paris: Textes et maîtres (ca. 
1200-1250), vol. IV, Turnhout: Brepols, 2001, for a listing of 
Buridans works and a bibliographical guide.
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BURLEY, WALTER (b. England, c. 1275; d. c.
1345), logic, natural philosophy. For the original article on 
Burley see DSB, vol. 2.
Although Burley obtained his doctorate in theology 
from the University of Paris in the mid-1320s, and 
although he held numerous church livings, as well as serv­
ing both the English king and Richard de Bury, Bishop of 
Durham, he is unusual, among fourteenth-century
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